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Disorder or delight? Towards a new account of the fashion model body 
 
Abstract: 
The body of the fashion model is not always an object of admiration.  Extensive 
criticism has been directed at the sordid and sometimes grotesquely unhealthy and 
inappropriate bodily appearance of the fashion model body.  The disorderliness of the 
model body is particularly conspicuous in research literature that interrogates the 
fashion model in terms of illness and possible treatment.  Such accounts can work out 
of assumptions about the model body as intrinsically disorderly, even dangerous, 
imbued with the capacity to ‘infect’ a healthy population.  This paper analyses these 
research accounts, taking as its particular point of interest the ways in which the 
model body is constituted as a ‘naturally’ disorderly entity in need of medical 
intervention.  The paper pre-empts fresh analyses of the ‘influence’ of the fashion 
model body as disciplined, precise analyses that are possible once the discursive 
opposition between desire and discipline is undone. 
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Disorder or delight? Towards a new account of the fashion model body 
 
 
Introduction 
There is little doubt that the body of the female fashion model is not always an object 
of admiration.  For some time now there has been a trend to interrogate the fashion 
model body as problematic, even malevolent (see for example Grogan & Wainwright 
1996; Posovac, Posovac & Posovac 1998; Shaw 1995).  While not all studies focus on 
the negative influence of the model body (Hopkins 1997, 1996; Lumby 1998; Ussher 
1997), it will be demonstrated that a large volume of literature concludes that the 
fashion model body is inherently disorderly, with researchers situating the model 
body in terms of physical ailment such as anorexia nervosa (see for example Garner 
& Garfinkel 1980).  Broadly, this literature frames the disorderly model body as 
imbued with the capacity to spill out and contaminate the healthy bodies of the 
population in general and young girls more specifically. 
 
This paper will embark on three tasks.  Firstly, it will review the literature of disorder 
as the most recognised literature interrogating the fashion model body and how these 
accounts frame this body as a ‘naturally’ disorderly and, hence, ill-disciplined body of 
desire that seduces and ‘infects’ impressionable young girls with its disorderliness.  
The paper will then move to post-feminist [1] accounts of the fashion model body to 
examine how this literature reads the model body as a body of pleasure as opposed to 
danger.  The final task will be to show how both of these literatures work out of 
similar assumptions about the nature of pleasure and discipline, that is that they are 
necessarily oppositional.  It will argue the usefulness of moving to contemporary 
poststructuralism (Foucault 1972) and literary criticism (Cryle 1994) to move beyond 
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the either or of disorder and pleasure.  What follows then, is an attempt to make a 
case for drawing on new conceptual tools in order to better account for the embodied 
‘disciplinary’ (Foucault 1977) work of the fashion model in contemporary society. 
 
Noxious bodies: models of malady 
Of all the literatures interrogating the fashion model body it is the literature of 
disorder that is most conspicuous.  Studies evaluate the model body as problematic, 
even malevolent as a body that produces negative physical and psychological effects 
for young people (Botta 1999; Fay & Price 1994; Martin & Gentry 1997).  This body 
of literature situates the body of the fashion model in two ways: as a case of disorder 
and as a cause of disorder.  This literature at times moves to panic as researchers 
‘worry’ about how the fashion model body embodies a sordid yet desirable physical 
figure: 
 
Forehead taut as though gripped by a medieval torture instrument.  
Cavities where her cheeks ought to be.  A chin like the blade of a 
hatchet.  Stringy neck and bony arms.  Wafer breasts.  Not enough 
belly to digest lunch.  Not enough lap to hold a cat.  Legs like the 
shafts of golf clubs (Erwin 1998: 30). 
 
An important metaphor is used in this passage.  Erwin (1998) highlights how as the 
model body is ‘taut’ it is consequently a disorderly body, a body ‘gripped’ by 
disorderliness.  The central understanding of ‘tautness’ presented here is that of 
‘unhealthiness’ with the focus being on the negative outcomes that sculpting a ‘taut’ 
body has for an individual.  It is interesting to note at this point, however, that 
‘tautness’ is also a state of embodiment from which many individuals derive 
increasing pleasures [2].  Multiple pleasures are produced out of engaging with the 
rigorous, even punishing bodily discipline involved in exercising, dieting and toning 
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the body into a state of ‘tautness’ (Kirk 1993).  It is ‘tensions’ like these between 
‘tautness’ and ‘pleasure’ that underpin the literature of disorder discussing the model 
body. 
[FIGURE ONE TO BE INSERTED APPROXIMATELY HERE] 
 
A case for treatment: the disorderly fashion model body 
Academic literature examining the body of the fashion model in contemporary society 
is saturated in a discourse of disorder.  Researchers suggest that the model body 
exemplifies unhealthy, even dangerous forms of embodiment which very few people 
with ‘normal’ bodies could emulate healthily.  It is the work of post-war feminists like 
Simone De Beauvoir (1949), Betty Friedan (1963) and Germaine Greer (1970) that 
laid the foundations for thinking about the fashion model body as a case of disorder.  
Feminist researchers insist on the disorderly nature of the fashion model body, starved 
to attain the idealistic feminine standards demanded by Western patriarchal culture 
(Bordo 1990; Wolf 1990).  Criticism is also directed at the feminine bodily practices 
that the fashion model subjects her body to in her work, describing such practices as 
“bondage” (De Beauvoir 1949: 549; Bartky 1998; Brownmiller 1984).  Feminist 
writers draw particular attention to the torturous nature of these practices, arguing that 
“[p]ain is an essential part of the grooming process, and that is not accidental” 
(Dworkin 1974: 115-16): 
 
Plucking the eyebrows, shaving under the arms, wearing a girdle, learning to 
walk in high-heeled shoes, having one’s nose fixed, straightening or curling 
one’s hair – these things hurt.  The pain, of course, teaches an important 
lesson: no price is too great, no process too repulsive, no operation too 
painful for the woman who would be beautiful. 
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For feminist researchers, then, as the fashion model body is a body subjected to 
considerable pain and suffering for the sake of ideal femininity, it constitutes a 
disordered body.  It is a body oppressed and thoroughly controlled by patriarchal 
power in the form of feminine bodily ‘torture’. 
 
The use of the metaphor of ‘bondage’ in this literature is interesting as it implies that 
such practices are necessarily oppositional to ‘pleasure’.  By suggesting that feminine 
bodily work signifies ‘bondage’, feminist accounts seem to refuse the possibility of 
these practices as involving anything but ‘pain’ and ‘suffering’.  It is interesting to 
note, however, that the ‘pain’ and ‘torture’ experienced by those that practice bondage 
also produces a range of sexual pleasures for many individuals (Steele 1996).  So too 
there is little doubt about the aesthetic pleasures produced for women by the ‘pain’ of 
eyebrow plucking when they revel in their achievement of neatly styled eyebrows.  
Walking in ‘high-heeled shoes’, whilst often agonising also produces certain 
subversive pleasures for women who admire the ‘erotic’ line of their legs in the mirror 
(McDowell 1992).  What becomes apparent once again then is an almost insistent 
assumption about the oppositional status of the ‘pain’ and the ‘pleasure’ of beauty in 
feminist literature whilst for many women the ‘pain’ of beauty itself produces a range 
of aesthetic pleasures [3]. 
 
Given the damning appraisal of the fashion model by feminist researchers, 
psychological and medical researchers set about discovering the ‘truth’ (Foucault 
1984) about the fashion model body.  Building on the work of feminist researchers, 
this work is particularly focused on determining the extent of the ‘disorderliness’ of 
the model body, with a number of studies literally measuring this body in different 
 4
ways.  These studies (Morris, Cooper & Cooper 1989; Voracek & Fisher 2002) 
measure the different body parts of fashion models, finding overwhelmingly that the 
proportions of these bodies were “dangerously unhealthy” (Wiseman et al. 1992: 89).  
Another study (Rintala & Mustajoki 1992: 1576) measured the body fat on shop 
mannequins, which are incidentally modelled on the bodies of live fashion models 
(Quick 1997), concluding that women “with the shape of a modern mannequin would 
probably not menstruate [which] …is not without dangers”.  In these studies and 
others (Santonastaso, Mondini & Favaro 2002; Young & Wagner 1993), the body of 
the fashion model is situated as a case bodily disorder, embodying impossible 
thinness that an individual with a normal diet could not emulate.  Science here may be 
understood to constitute a “regime of truth” (Foucault 1984: 73) in which medical and 
psychological researchers produce certain types of knowledge that authorise “what 
counts as true” (73) about the model body at a particular historical moment.  
 
Ironically, the representations of the fashion model in the media that spawned 
feminist, psychological and medical research also generated a barrage of criticism 
from the media itself.  Media commentators produce what might be termed pop- or 
pseudo- psychological research that interrogates the image of the fashion model 
body as disorderly.  The image of the disorderly model body that is most 
commonly subject to criticism from media commentators is the ‘monstrous 
anorexic’, a body subjected to prolonged starvation in order to attain the slender 
bodily ideal highly valued in modelling work (Johnson 1996; Schneider 1996; 
Walker 1996; Zimmerman 1997).  Commentators particularly describe the model 
body as having “sharp hip bones, knobby knees and hollow-cheeked chic more 
shocking than striking” (Johnson 1996: 50; Cox 1997).  Louise Lague (1993: 74) 
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reflects upon a face-to-face encounter with such a disorderly model body stating 
that “a strong blast from a blow dryer would waft her away”.  It is representations 
of the fashion model body such as this, then, that has sparked increasing concern 
not only for the wellbeing of female models working in the modelling industry but 
also for the impressionable young girls who are ‘seduced’ by this image and its 
‘sexiness’ as an ideal feminine body. 
 
Infectious model bodies: disordering vulnerable girls 
It is how the fashion model makes being disorderly and sick a ‘sexy’ characteristic 
that inspires widespread moral panic in academic literature.  Researchers are troubled 
by the possible threat that the disorderly yet seductive body of the fashion model 
poses for “vulnerable girls” (Stice, Spangler & Agras 2001: 270), positioning young 
girls as “potential victims” (Pollay 1986: 27) of the “invidious” fashion model body.  
As such, a burgeoning body of literature interrogates the fashion model body as a 
cause of disorder in ‘suggestible’ (Thomsen, McCoy & Williams 2001) young girls in 
contemporary society. 
 
Feminist, psychological and medical research appears particularly concerned with 
how the disorderly body of the fashion model acts as a “dangerous” (Schur, Sanders 
& Steiner 2000: 81) catalyst to disorder in young girls.  The fashion model body, as a 
powerful cultural icon, is recognised in these accounts as dangerously thin (Harrison 
1997) and thus capable of causing vulnerable young girls to evaluate their own bodies 
in negative ways.  The fashion model body constitutes a significant ‘risk’, even a 
“health hazard” (Ring 2000: 45) for the young girl, as the young girl views the thin 
body of the female fashion model as a desirable role model, an ideal and culturally 
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valuable body to strive to emulate (Thomsen et al 2002; Tiggeman & Pickering 1996; 
Wertheim et al 1997).  It is held that this then contributes “to less than ideal eating 
attitudes and habits in females” (Ogletree et al 1990: 796), even suicide (Cross 1997) 
as they strive to attain this physical ideal, because they are incapable of withstanding 
“the esteem-deflating effects of the thin ideal” (Irving 1990: 238). 
 
Similar concerns are reflected in feminist work, with the most significant of these 
being the danger that young girls expose themselves to by trying to sculpt their bodies 
to imitate the unrealistically thin proportions of the fashion model body.  Scrutiny 
focuses on how the disorderly fashion model body is understood by feminist writers 
to “inculcate false values in young girls” (Morgan 1980: 588) and to cause “self-
hatred that goes with continually trying to live up to an ideal” (Anonymous 1985: 
254) that is considered by feminist writers to be unattainable.  As the fashion model is 
culturally elevated as the embodiment of exemplary femininity [4], her sickly image 
punishes and ‘plagues’ (Orbach 1986) young girls who cannot physically conform to 
this ideal.  Young girls, they argue, are “trapped by the image” (Coward 1984: 85) of 
the “perfect body” exemplified by the fashion model.  Feminists suggest that this 
causes many young girls to adopt extreme fasting practices in order to measure up to 
this ideal body (Chernin 1985).  Young girls are recognised as “prey” (Orbach 1978: 
20) to messages that assert that “if you want to be beautiful and happy and to get a 
boyfriend, then you need to look like the models” (Hesse-Biber 1996: 97).  Feminist 
work then is centrally concerned with “what happens” (Friedan 1963: 59) to young 
girls when they “try to live according to an image that makes them deny their minds”.  
The body of the model is situated here as the all-powerful, all-pervading distributor of 
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bodily disorder to healthy young girls which are located as vulnerable and ‘at-risk’ of 
being seduced and, hence, adulterated by the bodily disorder of the fashion model. 
 
Celebrated bodies: models of emancipation 
It is important to note at this point, however, that these understandings of the fashion 
model body and her relationship with young girls are not shared by all researchers.  A 
smaller, more recent body of literature presents a divergent perspective of the fashion 
model body as a body that produces positive effects for young girls, particularly 
emerging from post-feminist theory.  Post-feminist theorists are highly critical of 
existing interpretations of the model body as wholly negative for young girls and 
suggest that these accounts leave little room for young girls who enjoy engaging with 
the fashion model body.  As such, the work of post-feminist theorists is ‘reactive’ 
(Brooks 1997) in that it constitutes a deliberate move away from negative 
understandings of this body as wholly disorderly and, hence, problematic in order to 
account for how the young girl may derive pleasure from engaging with the model 
body (Hopkins 1996; Lumby 1997b; Macdonald 1995; Wolff 1990). 
 
Inverting negativity: the post-feminist fashion model body 
As stated above, post-feminist theory emerges primarily in response to the pessimism 
reflected in the “miserable” (Walter 1998: 95) existing accounts discussing the 
relationship between the fashion model and the young girl.  Post-feminist theorists 
find it troubling that feminist theorists, for example, situate young girls as passive 
cultural ‘dupes’ who “can’t be trusted to manage their own bodies” (Lumby 1997b: 
107) and, as such are seen to “need to be protected from the brute reality of a male 
world” (Lumby 1997a: xvii).  They are sceptical of the contention that young girls 
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have little, if any choice in practising the iconic feminine beauty that the fashion 
model constructs with her body.  Furthermore, they eschew the notion that sculpting 
this ideal feminine body and valorising practices of femininity can be a wholly 
oppressive and disempowering experience for young girls.  Rather, post-feminist 
writers argue that by manipulating their bodies to emulate the model body, young 
girls are in fact undermining the restrictive and oppressive codes of femininity in 
patriarchal Western culture (Tasker 1991). 
 
Post-feminist writers, then, have developed an account of the fashion model body as a 
pleasure for young girls.  The work of Natasha Walter (1998: 88), for example, 
discusses some of the pleasures to be had by young girls that embrace the feminine 
bodily practices that the fashion model applies to her body: 
 
When I think back over a lifetime of contact with the beauty culture – whether it 
was insisting that my mother plait my hair and tie it up with dinky ribbons at the 
age of five; or dressing up with my sister to go to teenage parties, carefully and 
lovingly doing each other’s eyeliner and hair … – I adore the funny, female, 
comfortable atmosphere that rises back at me.  An atmosphere that cossets the 
body, certainly, but doesn’t degrade women or imprison them. 
 
By emphasising the pleasures that young girls experience in their engagement with 
the body of the fashion model, post-feminist arguments situate the model body as a 
source of enjoyment and possible emancipation. 
 
A notable metaphor is highlighted in Walter’s (1999) statement above, this being the 
notion of ‘comfort’.  Walter’s work emphasises how a female body made subject to 
practices of feminine beauty is a ‘comfortable’ body, a body ‘cosseted’ with pleasure.  
The understanding of the model body that is made apparent in this and other post-
feminist accounts, then, is a body that is ‘all-fun-and-no-work’, as these accounts are 
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permeated by a discourse of pleasure.  However, what may go unnoticed here is the 
meticulous and detailed bodily ‘labour’ (Adkins & Lury 1999) that is required to 
produce this comfort.  A very precise form of bodily discipline is requisite [5] in order 
to produce a comforting feminine body. 
 
The assumption that feminine beauty is ‘comforting’ and, hence, not ‘corvee’ is 
particularly conspicuous in post-feminist understandings of the model body as 
feminine play.  Theorists contend that the fashion model embodies many ‘masks’ of 
femininity that young girls can ‘play’ with by manipulating their bodies.  Jane Ussher 
(1997: 445-55) highlights this play in her discussion of “doing girl”, that is 
constructing embodied feminine identity as artifice, as opposed to “being girl”.  
Young girls who embrace ‘doing girl’, as does the fashion model, can take “genuine 
delight in everything associated with the performance of femininity” (451) and enjoy 
playing with their bodies and enacting the embodiment of the model. 
 
Post-feminist theorists argue further that this feminine play constitutes one way that 
the young girl can undermine patriarchal social relations [6].  The argument here is 
that freedom from restrictive patriarchal social relations comes in the form of playing 
with the embodied feminine identities of the fashion model as a form of “creative 
resistance” (ibid: 54).  The work of Susan Hopkins (1996: 57) highlights the 
emancipatory potential of feminine identity play: 
 
To postmodern girls, femininity is entered into as a game, something which they 
manipulate in a self-aware manner.  The act of toying with the self suggests a 
way of being plastic but powerful.  It is a detachment which need not imply 
objectification in the sense of slavish internalization of the male gaze.  Rather it 
is an ironic and playful detachment from an increasingly unreal and chaotic 
world. 
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Emphasised in Hopkins’ work is the notion of femininity as ‘playful’ and, hence, 
‘pleasurable’ for young girls.  The idea made particularly apparent here, and also 
made evident in Walter’s (1999) work above, is an understanding of femininity is ‘all-
fun-and-no-work’.  Post-feminist work appears to eschew the notion that ‘toying’ with 
the feminine identities embodied by the fashion model equally demands of a young 
girl significant ‘toiling’ in order to produce these identities in an ‘authentic’ form.  
Again, it is ‘tensions’ such as these between ‘playing’ and ‘plying’ that seem to 
persist in post-feminist work. 
 
A number of other post-feminist theorists call attention to the liberatory potential of 
having young girls engage with the feminine bodily practices employed by the fashion 
model (Rossi 1988).  In these arguments, the bodily practices of the model are 
instilled with the potential to ‘save’ young girls from an oppressive and restrictive 
patriarchal social order.  For example Nancy Friday (1996: 365) suggests that young 
girls may draw “full power” from feminine beauty and beautifying practices if they 
learn how to “use it” to their advantage (see also Etcoff 1999).  Practices of feminine 
artifice such as applying makeup are not considered practices that will “imprison” 
(Walter 1998: 88) young girls.  Rather, decorating the body as feminine, according to 
Catherine Waggoner (1997: 263) “illuminate[s] the performative nature of the code of 
femininity, suggesting that womanliness is a mask that can be worn or removed rather 
than a natural essence of women”.  Paula Black (2002: 15) goes so far as to suggest 
that fashion models’ and young girls’ “investment in these feminine strategies then 
brings rewards in the sense that forms of body capital are investments”. 
 
Disorder or delight: the model body as ill-disciplined body of desire 
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At first glance, the two ‘groups’ of literature examined above do, on the surface 
appear different.  The perspectives that these literatures employ to read the fashion 
model body situate them as oppositional, with neither proponent willing to consider 
the perspective of the other.  However, this paper suggests that the two groups of 
literature are not so different and that it is possible to re-read these accounts as 
similar.  The paper argues more specifically that certain unremarked epistemological 
assumptions or ‘rules’ underpin these bodies of literature that, in turn, produce limited 
readings of the fashion model body. 
 
This paper suggests that the driving logic which produces these literatures as similar 
appears to be the oppositional construction of desire.  Both of these ‘groups’ of 
literature can be understood to discursively constitute the model body as a body of 
desire in particular ways.  Whether it is for better or worse, writers discuss the model 
body as a body of desire (pernicious or not) that can extend into the general 
population and affect the minds and bodies of young girls.  In feminist, medical, 
psychological and media literature, the model body epitomises the disorderly body of 
desire capable of spilling out and polluting the bodies of young girls by seducing 
them.  Post-feminist writers, by contrast discuss the model body as a pleasurable body 
of desire that young girls engage with in an exchange of unadulterated fun. 
 
Existing literature, then, appears to be underpinned by an understanding of the body 
of the fashion model as inherently ill-disciplined, as this body constitutes a body of 
desire or pleasure.  The model body is constituted by researchers as though it knows 
no boundaries as it leaches into the minds and bodies of young girls.  Emerging from 
these accounts are characteristically modernist ideas about the female body (Grosz 
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1994; Nead 1988) as inherently or ‘naturally’ ill-disciplined, open, protruding, 
unmanageable and ‘unreasonable’ (see Ferguson 1990; Russo 1994).  The female 
body of the model is situated in the literature as an amorphous, fluid entity 
disrespectful of “borders, positions, rules … [disturbing] identity, system, order” 
(Kristeva, cited in Creed 1993: 8).  Both the desiring body of the young girl and the 
desirable body of the fashion model are engaged in an unfettered relational exchange 
of pleasure, an exchange in which precise disciplinary work appears excluded.  
Indeed, some researchers go so far as to recommend posting ‘health warnings’ [7] 
alongside images of fashion models in magazines in order to “regulate” (Cross 1997: 
66) the unmanageable model body and “make those images more responsible”.  
Hence, whether the fashion model body is understood glorified as a body of delight or 
vilified as a body of danger, this body is situated by researchers as an ill-disciplined 
body of desire. 
 
What we do not see in these accounts is an acknowledgement of the discipline 
produced by the model body as a body of desire or pleasure.  In the rush to ‘treat’ the 
dangerous yet desirable fashion model body, the disciplined (Foucault 1977) precision 
that the fashion model practices with her body may too easily go unnoticed 
particularly in the literature of disorder (Draper 2001).  Furthermore, post-feminist 
accounts that work to balance the ‘negativity’ of previous accounts by reading the 
model body as ‘all-fun-and-no-work’ may also overlook the disciplinary work 
involved in producing this body as a body of pleasure.  This is particularly evident in 
how the two groups of literature fail to account for the ‘doubleness’ (McWilliam 
forthcoming) of the metaphors used to describe the model body.  In the literature of 
disorder, to speak of the model body exclusively in terms of ‘bondage’ and ‘pain’ 
 13
repudiates the multifarious pleasures produced out of subjecting the body to the 
disciplinary practices of bondage, torture, eyebrow plucking, depilation, walking in 
high-heeled shoes and so on.  So too, post-feminist literature appears to refuse the 
notion that the pleasures derived from carefully applying makeup, plaiting hair, 
dressing up and so on are produced out of a very precise disciplinary labour 
conducted with the body (Sharma & Black 2001).  It may be argued, then, that the 
literatures seems to be underpinned by an understanding of desire or pleasure as 
necessarily separate from disciplinary work. 
 
The pleasure of the discipline? 
This paper proposes that the manner in which pleasure may be produced out of 
discipline may too easily go unrecognised in existing literature examining the model 
body.  These accounts appear to work out of an assumption that ‘pleasure’ is 
necessarily separate from ‘discipline’, as they imply that as the model body 
constitutes a body of desire, the model body must concurrently lack discipline.  In this 
way, researchers set up a discursive opposition between discipline and desire, where 
the model body is produced as a body of desire in opposition to a body that is 
meticulously disciplined. 
 
This paper contends, then, that as these accounts work out of certain unremarked 
‘rules’ about how a body ‘ought’ to be properly disciplined, that is not a body of 
pleasure, a new analysis of the fashion model body is needed.  More specifically, it is 
argued that a more compelling account of the fashion model body can be made 
possible when the discursive opposition between pleasure and discipline is undone.  
In order to do this, it is necessary to make a departure from the more familiar ways of 
 14
knowing the model body expressed in existing literature and to draw on new 
conceptual tools, particularly poststructural theory (Foucault 1972, 1977) as theory 
that makes space for thinking about the pleasure of discipline. 
 
[FIGURE TWO TO BE INSERTED APPROXIMATELY HERE]  
Desire as a disciplinary product: lessons from history 
It is to poststructural theory that this paper turns as theory that ‘re-members’ (Shapiro 
1994) a space for thinking about desire and discipline as ‘co-habiting’ in the body of 
the fashion model, for better and worse.  This theory allows for an analysis of the 
model body that moves beyond the notion of the ‘taut’ model body as necessarily a 
‘disorderly’ body of desire for example, and towards a conception of how the ‘taut’ 
body is also a body that is “taught” (O’Farrell, Meadmore, McWilliam & Symes 
2000: 1) in certain ways, that is, a body that is “trained, shaped and toned to perfect 
tautness in minute detail at every turn and under every circumstance”.  The particular 
usefulness of poststructural theory for re-reading the model body, then, lies in how 
this theory challenges the notion that desire is necessarily separate from discipline by 
thinking otherwise about desire as the product of certain forms of disciplinary 
training (see for an analysis of this McWilliam 1999).  This paper suggests that it is 
useful to think about desire as “discursively organized” (Cryle 1994: 23), constituted 
in certain ways by and through discourse, including discourses that examine the 
model body. 
 
Thinking about desire in this way is scarcely a new idea.  Understanding desire as 
‘trainable’ has a strong history particularly in other historical times and places.  The 
Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana (Burton & Arbuthnot 1963), the famed Indian textbook on 
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erotic conduct, is revealing in this manner as it constitutes an example of how desire 
was instructed by an all-knowing, authoritative female pedagogue to a younger 
female novice as a type of bodily discipline.  The Kama Sutra prescribes that “young 
maids should study this Kama Sutra along with its arts and sciences before marriage” 
(18).  An all-knowing female pedagogue, usually “some confidential friend” (19) such 
as a trusted female relative who is “already married” and is well-versed in the erotic 
arts, instructs an embodied knowledge or ‘curriculum’ of desire to a young female 
novice who then applies this knowledge to her own body.  The Kama Sutra specifies 
that this knowledge should be learned “by studying its practice” (19).  The text then 
proceeds by detailing the bodily ‘curriculum’ of desire and pleasure that young 
females should practice including a range of erotic postures such as the position of 
Indrani: “When she places her thighs with her legs doubled on them upon her sides, 
and thus engages in congress, it is called the position of Indrani, and this is learnt only 
by practice” (60).  Detailed explanations are given of each different position that a 
young woman should know proficiently, focusing pedantically on how the young 
female apprentice needs to hold her body in these positions in order to properly 
embody desire. 
 
Desire here constitutes a type of embodied knowledge made up of a repertoire of 
erotic positions and postures that can be instructed female-to-female and body-to-
body.  Thinking about desire in this way is at odds with much conventional wisdom 
about desire that asserts that desire is something that an individual feels as a 
physiological drive or “appetite” (Turner 1996: 44) or as a circulation of inner heat or 
fire (Cryle 2001).  Drawing on such historical accounts of erotic pedagogy offer up an 
understanding of desire that “ignores the ‘natural’ spontaneity of desire in favour of a 
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cultural discipline of the body” (Cryle 1994: 207).  This sort of thinking makes 
possible a move to more unfamiliar accounts of desire in order to re-read the model 
body as a body of desire produced out of a precise disciplinary training.  This in turn 
makes possible an analysis of the model body that refuses any necessary discursive 
opposition between desire and discipline and that can move across the distinct terrains 
marked out by the ‘groups’ of literature as indicated earlier. 
 
Towards new ‘ways-of-knowing’ the model body 
This discussion has examined the usefulness of drawing on poststructural theory to re-
interrogate the female fashion model body.  In order to move beyond the notion that 
the model body constitutes disorderly or pleasurable and, hence, ill-disciplined female 
body, it has been argued that it is useful to think differently about desire and 
discipline as produced by and through discourse.  The paper has contended that it is 
effective to ‘make strange’ (Meredyth & Tyler 1993) the fashion model body as a 
body of desire by analysing this body in terms of historical accounts of erotic 
pedagogy that conceptualise desire as produced out of certain forms of bodily 
disciplinary training rather than as a physiological and emotional drive or response 
(Fuery 1995).  It is argued that such an analysis may make it possible to think 
differently about the fashion model as modelling desire as a form of bodily postural 
discipline that produces the model body as a body of desire as opposed to a body that 
exudes desire and ‘infects’ the lives of young girls.  In doing so, the point of the paper 
is to attempt to account more fully for how the model body may constitute a space 
wherein desire is produced out of certain types of disciplinary work, a space that 
acknowledges the pleasure of discipline. 
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Notes 
[1] Ann Brooks (1997: 1) explains that while post-feminist theory was once 
considered “somewhat crudely, as ‘anti-feminist’, the term is now understood as a 
useful conceptual frame of reference encompassing the intersection of feminism with 
a number of other anti-foundationalist movements including postmodernism, post-
structuralism and post-colonialism”. 
[2] The work of Gordon Tait (1993) indicates how young women might derive 
pleasure from a meticulously disciplined body in his investigation of anorexia 
nervosa.  Whereas the severe fasting practices adopted by young women to achieve 
the ‘taut’ body are usually discussed as a negative experiences for these women due to 
their being “sick” (195), Tait suggests that such practices constitute a way of 
producing a particular type of “self” (205).  This understanding of anorexia nervosa 
implies that young women may derive pleasure from these practices, evidence in how 
practising such precise bodily discipline allows “young women some control over 
their circumstances” (203). 
[3] Farid Chenoune (1993: 32) discusses the “voluntary torture” of corsetry, where 
although tight lacing caused grief for women, a corset also boosted a young woman’s 
confidence by increasing her “chances on the marriage market”. 
[4] Although working out of a feminist perspective in her account of this subject, 
Sandra Bartky (1998) draws attention to the disciplinary work performed with the 
female body in order to constitute it as an ‘ideally’ feminine body. 
[5] The cultural value of the idea femininity embodied by the fashion model is 
demonstrated in the recent move to sell the ova of beautiful fashion models to 
consumers by way of a website.  Lemonick (1999) provides more information about 
this topic in a media account in Time Magazine. 
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[6] Post-feminist writers particularly champion the emancipatory potential of 
embodying the ‘sex-object’. The ‘sex-object’ is situated as a revolutionary feminine 
figure that uses “beauty or clothes to stimulate desire in the pursuit of power or 
advantage” (Miller 2002: 280) which, in turn, unsettles the patriarchal social order 
(Arnold 2001; Hopkins 1997). 
[7] Kirsten Cross (1997: 67), a youth health advocate from the Australian Medical 
Association suggests reading, “This model is clinically underweight.  Trying to 
imitate this image will cause serious health problems for most people” (Cross 1997: 
67). 
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